Osteoporosis: Elders Don’t Bounce

It is estimated that there are 10 million victims of osteoporosis in the United States.

Osteoporosis is a condition that labels the victim as having bones that are fragile and more prone to break under stress.  In fact, of those over age 50, 50 percent of women and 25 percent of men will have an osteoporosis fracture during their lifetime.  One and a half million fractures due to osteoporosis occur in our country annually, including 300,000 hip fractures, 700,000 vertebral fractures and 250,000 wrist fractures.  Hip fractures have the most severe consequences.  Of hip fracture victims, up to 24 percent die within a year of the break and 25 percent require long-term care.

Our elders, whether officially diagnosed with osteoporosis or not, just don’t do well when they fall.  A hip fracture can have devastating consequences and ruin the joy that has been earned from a long life.  In addition to fractures, older citizens are more prone to concussions, subdural hematomas (blood between the brain and the skull) and lacerations that are slow to heal and at increased risk of infection.

The following are some guidelines that may help “fall proof” your home or the home of a loved one.  You might consider:


Prevent slips in the tub.  Use nonskid adhesive textured strips or appliques in the tub/shower.  The bath mat outside the tub should also have nonskid backing.  Test it out and make sure it doesn’t slip on the floor if you put pressure on it at an angle, as in stepping off in a lateral direction.  Make sure the shower curtain or door keeps water off the floor.  Consider mounting a soap dispenser on the shower wall, it may eliminate a fall from someone trying to pick up a bar of soap that has slipped out of their hand.  Wall mounted bars on the shower wall or next to the toilet can aide stability as well.


As you leave the restroom, scout out the rest of the house.  Are there trip areas on the floor?  Check out irregular areas in door sills and changes in where one floor meets another, uneven tiles, raised edges of rugs or carpets, and plugs or fixtures protruding from the floor.  Area rugs need to be fixed in place with two-sided tape or slip resistant backing.  Don’t leave boxes, shoes, brooms, or other obstructions in hallways.


Avoid slippery wax or other coatings on floors.  Slick floors might better be turned into tacked down carpet.  Avoid throw rugs on top of carpet.  Remove rugs at the top or bottom of stairs.


Make sure lighting is adequate.  Night lights in hallways and along stairs can be helpful.  Make sure there is some light available during that trip in the middle of the night to the bathroom.


Railings along stairs and areas of transition should be solid.  Electrical cords and phone wires must be out of the way.  Illuminated light switches may help prevent stumbling and searching in the dark.


Try to create direct paths through the house limiting excessive turns and changes of direction.  Go through the house at “dog level” checking for protrusions that may catch shins, such as low coffee tables, foot stools, racks, and planters.  Stairs are a “biggy.”  It is ideal to have railings on both sides of the stairwell.  Lighter color carpet on stairs doesn’t absorb the light and thus makes seeing easier.  Make sure the carpet is tight and well secured – without play.  For non-carpeted steps, consider adding a non-skid surface with treads of some sort.  Make sure the steps are not wobbly, but sturdy.  Never use a stairwell for storage.  Adequate lighting is usually overlooked over stairs, but is especially important.  Adding a light reflective strip on the first and last steps will also aid in visualization.


Kitchens are also a risk area.  Avoid piling clothes, groceries, etc. on the floor.  You may turn without thinking and fall over that same pile.  The floor should be non-slip.  Make sure floor cleaners and polishes are chosen to not leave the floor slippery.  Floors need to be kept clean.  Spills of food, liquids, or grease can create slippery areas and turn into traps.

_


I hope this information can help you to “fall proof” your home.  I’ve concentrated on the physical layout and challenges around the house.  I am thankful to the editors of Via magazine for many of these thoughts that I now convey to you.  The next time I write, the message will designed to help direct your thoughts to ways that avoid behaviors that may set you up for falls.

Remember, be careful, be slow, be stable, use the lights and hang on to the railing.

